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On Location: Narratives of the South African City 
of the Late 1940s and 1950s in Film and Literature 
GARY BANES 
Rhodes University 
This article is about narratives, about the forms and meanings constructed by 
South African storytellers, especially writers and filmmakers. It examines the 
relationships between examples of these two different narrative forms of literature 
(fiction and non-fiction) and feature film. Following Turner, the point of departure 
is that the study of narrative has the potential to provide a framework within which 
such a two-pronged approach can be undertaken. This is not to say that the 
production of meaning takes place within an exclusive literary or cinematic 
context. Rather, this approach will allow us to obtain a fuller picture of the 
narrative of the South African city than is possible by concentrating on one 
medium. It is based on the premise that narratives are ultimately produced by 
culture; thus these cultural constructions generate meanings, take on a signifi- 
cance, and assume forms that are articufations ofthe values, beliefs -the ideology 
- of the culture.' Literature and film offer specific forms for such narratives. By 
adopting an interdisciplinary approach which borrows insights from literary and 
film studies, this article attempts to make a contribution to the fledgling field of 
South African cultural studies. 
While narrative may perform the same function in all cultures, the specific 
manner in which any one narrative is articulated is determined by its particular 
context. Thus, there can be a specifically national version of universal structures. 
As the most common form of social organization, the city is a global feature but 
each city has its own particular character. This character is constructed in our 
imagination through the act of narration. Narratives about cities imagine events 
taking place in an urban landscape. A particular city becomes a space constituted 
by the narration of events taking place. It is an imaginary space created and 
animated as much by the urban representations to be found in literary texts and 
visual images as by any actual place. The imagined environment of the city exists 
1, G. Turner, National Fictions. Literature. Film and the Construction of Australian Narrative 
(Sydney, 1993), I .  
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in relation to the material, physical and spatial world of the built environment of 
the city. The city, then, is both real and imagined.2 
The city’s historically and culturally specific structures of visibility are 
rendered in discourse. These discourses are not so much about the city; rather, 
they constitute and define it for readers and/or viewers. In other words, a discourse 
suggests the manner through which the city is represented to readershiewers in 
language and related frames of reference. According to discourse analysis, then, 
the city resembles a text. However, it is not simply textual. It is a gathering of 
meanings in which people invest their interpretations and seek to create their own 
(hi)story. While the practices involved in the production of meaning are not 
confined to the realm of ideas and discourses, they are certainly significant. These 
meanings compete with one another, with certain interpretations emerging as part 
of a hegemonic disc~urse.~ And these discourses are recoverable from both 
cinematic and literary representations of the city. 
Films and literature are extensively imbricated in current political discourses. 
This is not to imply that they are the natural and organic products of an emerging 
national character. Rather, they are cultural constructions, or in Turner’s phrase, 
‘national fictions’.“ South African cinematic and literary texts invariably have a 
local setting and storyline which resonates with the experience of its peoples. They 
might reflect the visions of particular writers and/or scriptwriters/directors/produ- 
cers but creative individuals are in tune with prevailing discourses. So, for 
instance, filmmakers take ‘real’ cities - the ‘real’ being in inverted commas 
because they are already functioning discursively - and reinscribes them into 
discourse once more, primarily those discourses about the quality of the ‘natural’ 
and the built world through which meaning has been imposed on the transition to 
modernity. Consequently, films appropriate and recycle discourses at large in the 
world outside cinema and ideologies current in specific societie~.~ This article will 
show that the South African city was represented by a specific discursive presence 
in literature and film of the late 1940s and 1950s. It examines what is particular 
about the narratives of the South African city by tracing the discourse of the 
culture’s own set of values and beliefs, and the ways in which it reproduced these 
in specific texts. 
The prevailing discourses in South African society in the first half of the 
twentieth century included the notion of the survival of a pastoral idyll, of an 
attachment to the land despite the country’s extensive urbanisation and suburbanis- 
ation. This attachment was particularly strong among Afrikaners and Africans, but 
2. 
3 .  
4. Turner, National Fictions, 20. 
5 .  
J. Donald, Imaginingthe Modern City (London, 1999), x, 8, 123. 
N. Campbell and A. Kean, ‘The American City: The Old Knot of Contrariety’, in American 
Cultural Studies (London, 1997), 163. 
C. McArthur, ‘Chinese Boxes and Russian Dolls: Tracking the Elusive Cinematic City’, in D. 
Clarke, ed., The Cinematic City (London, 1977), 33,35,40. 
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less important for white English-speaking South Africans whose identity was 
based in the city.6 White Afrikaner consciousness had been nurtured on a narrative 
of the city as a ‘cesspool’ of evil and decadence where cultural and racial identity 
had to be preserved in the face of assimilationist tendencies. A corollary of this 
segregationist thinking was that the city was the preserve of the white man. It 
viewed the city as the site of the ‘demoralisation’ and ‘disintegration’ of African 
life. This discourse was particularly hostile to the idea of women coming to the 
city to live ‘dissolute’ lives in ‘vice’ and ‘intemperance’. The city was to be a 
place of work for African males only.7 
Government policy towards Africans was informed by segregationism which 
articulated the view that the black man’s place was in the countryside and that he 
was only a sojourner in the ‘white man’s city’. Known as ‘Stallardism’, this 
discourse derived its name from the Chairman ofthe Transvaal Local Government 
Commission of 192 1 that recommended that: 
The native should only be allowed to enter the urban areas, which are essentially the white 
man’s creation, when he is willing to enter and to minister to the needs of the white man, 
and should depart therefrom when he ceases so to 
This line of thinking informed the Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 and 
subsequent amendments which provided the legislative framework for the policy 
of urban segregation/apartheid.9 Obviously, there were competing discourses in 
respect of the urbanisation process that challenged the hegemony of segregationist 
ideology. This included the discourse of ‘ Faganism’ espoused by officials of the 
Native Affairs Department WAD) who reckoned that the tide of urbanisation 
could never be reversed and that provision should be made for Africans as 
permanent city dwellers. Indeed, ‘Stallardism’ had become a dead letter by the late 
1940s as South African cities experienced massive post-war urbanisation. When 
Prime Minister Smuts pronounced that ‘segregation had fallen on evil days’ and 
the United Party government appeared to offer no viable alternative, the opposition 
National Party played upon the fears of the white electorate. The discourse of 
swartgevaar propounded by the Nationalists helped secure an electoral victory in 
1948. And their policy of apartheid promised greater regulation of the movement 
of Africans to and from the cities, as well as more effective control of those within 
them. Although this was not achieved in practice, the apartheid city was born in 
6 .  C.N. van der Merwe and C.C. Saunders, ‘Introduction’, to C.N. van der Merwe, ed., Srrun&v 
Familiar: South African Narratives in Town and Countryside (Parow, 2001). 1 I .  ~. 
7. D. Hemson, ‘Cry, the Beloved Country: Land, Segregation and the City’, Alternation, I ,  2 
( I  994), 37. 
8. 
9. 
Cited in T.R.H. Davenport, ‘African Townsmen? South African Natives (Urban Areas) 
Legislation through the Years’, African Aflairs, 68 (1969), 95. 
P. Maylam, ‘Explaining the Apartheid City: 20 Years of South African Urban Historiographq’, 
Journal of Southern African Studies, 2 1, 1 ( I995), 19. 
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the imaginations of politicians, city planners, administrators and bureaucrats. For 
the apartheid city remained little more than a model. 
Johannesburg: Histori-city or Generic Apartheid City? 
Of all South African cities, Johannesburg has attracted the most attention from 
writers and filmmakers. There have been, at least, two anthologies,” as well as 
numerous autobiographies, memoirs, and works of fiction set in the ‘city of gold’ 
(Egoli) and its suburbs, inner city slums, shanty towns and freehold townships. 
Because of its subterranean gold resources and concomitant wealth, Johannesburg 
became the site ofthe fastest-growing and largest conurbation ofpeoples on South 
African soil. It enjoyed a reputation as a place of economic opportunity where 
ambitions and dreams could be realised, and where living spaces were not closely 
controlled nor policed. However, with the formal entrenchment of apartheid in the 
1950s, Johannesburg and its ghettos were more effectively regulated following the 
stricter implementation of residential segregation, pass laws, curfews and other 
controls over the lives and movements of blacks. I will examine certain cinematic 
and literary texts set in the context of the 1940s and 1950s to establish whether 
they emphasised the historicity of Johannesburg or represented it as the generic 
apartheid city. 
The first significant feature film set in the city of Johannesburg was Jim 
Comes to Jo ’burg(Eric Rutherford, 1949). The protagonist departs from his home 
in rural kwaZulu/Natal and arrives by train in search of a better life. Despite 
becoming a victim of a mugging, Jim progresses from a gardener to a ‘house boy’, 
and thence to a waiter in a nightclub where his singing talents are recognised. He 
enters into a singinghecording partnership and relationship with Julie (a true-to- 
life role played by Dolly Rathebe), the nightclub star whose first song is a 
somewhat ambivalent tribute to Johannesburg the ‘Golden City’ (Egoli). Jim 
becomes attached to the city in more ways than one: he engages in the fight against 
crime (which amounts to an assertion of his agency rather than an acceptance of 
victimhood), and marries his sweetheart. Jim thus puts his ruralhibal past behind 
him and settles in the city. According to the film’s byline, Jim Comes to Jo ’burg 
purported to be ‘a true reflection of the African Native in a Modern City’.” 
Notwithstanding the claim to realism, the film was actually a standard rag-to- 
riches narrative played out in the city. As Marx comments, ‘[tlhe conflicting 
spaces of the city are conveyed through the juxtaposing of the fantasy world of the 
10. 
1 1 .  
D. Ricci, ed., Reef of Time: Johannesburg in Writing (Craighall, 1986); H. Holland and A. 
Roberts. eds, From Jo ‘burg to Jozi: Stories about Afvicu ’s lnjamous Ci/y (Johannesburg, 2002). 
Test which follows title credits of Jim Comes /o Jo ‘burg (uku Ajiicon Jim) ( 1  949), cited in P. 
Davis. / I ?  Dwkayt Hollywood: Exploring the Jungles ojCinema ‘,s South Africa (Johannesburg, 
1996), 27. 
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white-owned nightclub and the glimpses of squalor and poverty in the township’.“ 
Hees adds that there is no sense of ‘a discrepancy between the happy ending of the 
love story and the dependence on white agency which ... functions to sustain the 
racial divisions of the apartheid city’.13 
This is equally true of the sequence of feature films set in the city of 
Johannesburg which followed the release of Jim Comes to Jo ’burg. These films 
included Zonk (Hyman Kirstein, 1950), The Magic Garden (Donald Swanson, 
1951), and Song ofAfrica (Emil Nofal, 1952). They all depicted township life in 
a highly romanticised fashion. Their story lines are weak and most of the action 
consists of singing and dancing on stage, in nightclubs or in the streets. They were 
essentially musicals that suggest that the townships were cultural melting pots 
where residents were spellbound by Hollywood films, Broadway musical and 
African American jazz recordings. j 4  The black characters seldom encounter whites 
as officials or employers and the impression is created that life revolves around 
leisure-time activities rather than the provision of labour. The Johannesburg of 
these films is ‘unreal’: crime is an aberration, and poverty can be overcome by 
good fortune such as the signing of a recording contract (Jim Comes to Jo ’burg) 
or the discovery of a bundle of stolen money (The Magic Garden). As the city is 
simply a setting for the story, the cityscape is not given any diegetic function. It 
does not appear to be part of the narrative dynamic and is often treated as a wholly 
‘natural’ background. However, the use of space invariably has a political or 
ideological dimension, even though the filmmaker may not have intended this or 
indeed have been fully aware of the implications of the choice of l~ca t ion . ’~  Zonk, 
The Magic Garden, and Song of Africa evince an awareness of the segregationist 
discourse which regarded the African as ‘out of place’ in the city. Yet, the 
narratives of these films suggest that there were spaces which Africans might 
occupy on the margins of the city. 
The film Jim Comes to Jo ’burg gave its name to an already well-established 
theme in South African English fiction. This is the story of the country bumpkin 
who migrates to the metropolis and is preyed upon by city slickers. The protago- 
nist is invariably tempted and/or seduced by vices such as gambling, the 
consumption of strong liquor, and the services of prostitutes, all of which seem to 
be endemic in the townships. The moral fibre of the Jim character is invariably 
sorely tested by the chance of making ends meet through involvement in petty or 
even organised crime with its accompanying violence rather than honest, hard (and 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
L. Marx, ‘Black and Blue in the City of Gold’, in S. Nuttall and C-A. Michael, eds, Senses of 
Culture: South African Culture Studies (Cape Town, 2000), 129. 
E. Hees, ‘Foregrounding the Background: Landscape and Ideology in South African Films’, 
South 4 frican Theatre Journal, 10, 2 ( 1996), 66. 
R. Nixon, Homelands, Harlem and Hollywood: South African Culture and the World Bqond 
(New York, 1994), 12-13. 
Hees. ‘Foregrounding the Background’, 72. 
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poorly paid) work. In fact, shebeens and gangsterism have merited particular 
attention in the literature ofJohannesburg’s townships. l 6  Gray reckons that the city 
depicted in this body of literature was more symbolic than real.” There was 
certainly no tradition ofurban, social realist novels in the country’s literary history 
prior to the Second World War. Instead, it is the binary opposition between the 
country and the city, of rural versus the urban, which are common tropes in South 
African literature. And much of this literature has a decidedly anti-urban bias. 
Alan Paton’s Cry, the Beloved Country ( 1  948) is arguably one ofthe seminal 
influences on the shaping of mid twentieth-century South African consciousness 
with regard to the imaginery city. In the preface to his acclaimed novel, the author 
admitted that although ‘the story is not true’, when considered ‘a social record’ it 
was ‘the plain and simple truth’.’’ In fact, its indelible impression is created not by 
its realism but its imaginative evocation of the city. The narrator describes the 
‘rolling green hills’ of Ixopo in rural Natal as ‘lovely beyond the singing of it”9 
but this bucolic idyll is undermined by widespread poverty and immiseration. The 
lure of the city for the rural poor is conveyed by the phrase ‘[all1 roads lead to 
Johannesburg’.’’ The city is a metaphor for the decay of modem society. The city 
harbours criminals, prostitutes and political ‘trouble makers’. Here the binary is 
between the moral depravity of the peoplk of the city versus the rectitude of the 
people of the land. The country boy of weak character is easily led astray by the 
‘wrong company’. The city, then, is an evil milieu within and against which the 
individual struggles and loses. Paton’s main protagonist, the elderly black 
Anglican priest, Reverend Kumalo, experiences the corrosive effects ofmodernity 
in the city which separates him from members of his family and preys upon his 
naivety and gullibility. It is an unfamiliar and confusing landscape which is, 
initially, ‘too much to understand’:‘ a disruptive force that does not respect 
culture, customs and values; and a source of fear.2’ There is an implicit assumption 
that African people are not part of modern society. 
The plot of Cty, the Beloved Country consists of  the intertwined stories of 
the Rev Kumalo and an elderly wealthy white landowner, James Jarvis, fiom the 
same region of Natal. The priest departs for Johannesburg in search of his errant 
16. 
17. 
in .  
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
D. Hart, ‘South African Literature and Johannesburg’s Black Urban Townships’ (MA 
dissertation, University of the Witwatersrand, 1984), 61. 
S. Gray, ‘Third World Meets First World: The Theme ofJim Comes foJ0  ‘burgin South African 
English Fiction’, Kunapipi, 7, 1 (1985). 72. 
A. Paton, Cry, the Beloved Country (Harmondsworth, 1975 [1948)), n.p. 
[bid., 7. 
Ihid, 10. 
Ihid, 17. 
N. Stahle, ‘The Road Returning: A Post-Apartheid Perspective ofcountry and City in Paton’s 
Cry. the Beloved Country, Abraham’s Mine Boy and Venter’s Swart Pelgrim,’ in C.N. van der 
Menve, ed., Strangely Familiar: South African Narratives in Town and Countryside (Parow, 
2001). 202-3. 
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son, Absalom. His train journey provides a symbolic connection between 
countryside and city. He follows a trail that leads him from Sophiatown to 
Shantytown and encounters a pregnant common-law wife, disillusioned white 
reformatory administrator and, ultimately, the petty criminal turned murderer in 
jail. The victim happens to be Arthur Jarvis, the son of the farmer, who was an 
engineer and Chairman of the Housing Committee responsible for the provision 
of dwellings for Africans in Johannesburg. The paths of the fathers cross when the 
farmer goes to claim the body of his son and encounters the humble priest who is 
in search of forgiveness for his son’s deeds. The farmer undergoes something of 
a ‘conversion’ experience as he recognises his racism and appreciates what his son 
sought to achieve. The younger Kumalo is sentenced to be hanged but the elder 
Jarvis forswears retribution and learns compassion. Paton’s anti-urbanism is 
confirmed by a conclusion which seems to suggest that redemption is to be found 
only in the countryside. 
Cry, the Beloved Country was adapted for the screen by director Zoltan 
Korda and screenwriter John Lawson in 1951 with the author’s country/city 
binarism intact. But certain motifs were lost or transformed in their translation to 
celluloid. For instance, Davis suggests that the fiction is maintained that migration 
did not stem from dire economic need but was voluntary and, hence, there was no 
need for Africans to remain in the ~ i t y . 2 ~  This is either a misreading of the film by 
Davis or of the original text of the book by the screenwriter for passages in the 
latter leave the reader in no doubt as to the appalling socio-economic conditions 
in the rural areas from which members of the Kumalo clan migrate. Furthermore, 
Davis holds that ‘[iln the film, evil does not flow from the racist state, but from the 
social ills of massive and uncontrolled migration to the cities - precisely the s w m  
gevaar [of official discourse?], the fear of competition from black labour, that lay 
behind the creation of the apartheid state’.24 In other words, the process of 
urbanisation rather than the system of segregatiodapartheid is responsible for the 
breakdown of the social fabric of traditional African society. But Cry, the Beioved 
Country was written at a time when there was still some hope of reforming 
policies towards urban Africans and filmed before urban apartheid was extensively 
entrenched. The film production has also been criticised because the narration is 
of the omniscient kind and does not attempt to ‘give a voice’ to black experience 
of the city.25 Although the voice of the black man is mediated through that of the 
white South African Christian liberal humanist consciousness of Paton and the 
neo-realist European cinematic sensibility of Korda, it can still be heard. 
Davis has argued that the films of the late 1940s and early 1950s which 
depict life in Johannesburg articulated aspects of apartheid ideology. He notes, for 
23. 
24. /bid., 46. 
25. 
Davis, In Darkest Hotfywood, 46. 
Marx, ‘Black and Blue in the City of Gold’, 129. 
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instance, that Prime Minister D.F. Malan felt able to attend the premiere of Cry, 
the Beloved Country.26 It is unlikely that Malan had had an opportunity to preview 
the film and we do not know whether he was familiar with the book. But pre- 
publicity hailed the occasion as a gala event, one which accorded due recognition 
to a work regarded as a classic of South African literature and heralded the coming 
of age of the local film industry. Although these accolades may have been 
premature or mistaken, they marked a celebration of the country’s exceptionalism 
-whether that was conceived in positive or negative terms. The story of Cry, the 
Beloved Country was, after all, South African. And the ‘problem’ pertaining to 
African urbanisation alluded to in both the literary and cinematic texts, required 
unique solutions. Apartheid was such a solution according to the National Party 
government. 
Sophiatown: That Most Celebrated of Urban Spaces 
South African cities were subjected to a physicallspatial reconfiguration during the 
1950s when the National Party government embarked on projects to eliminate 
‘blackspots’ in the inner cities and relocate black residents to townships on the 
peripheries of these cities. In particular, it wished to eliminate freeholdings by 
Africans in areas such as Alexandra and Sophiatown in Johannesburg. The 1954 
Natives Resettlement Act facilitated the demolition of the Western Areas 
(Sophiatown, Martindale and Newclare for which the first-named became a 
metonym) and the removal of their inhabitants to Meadowlands and Diepkloof in 
Soweto. This struggle against relocation became a cause celebre not because the 
community resisted successfully but on account of Sophiatown’s mythology. 
Epithets such as ‘the most perfect experiment in non-racial community living’27 
abound. Sophiatown, or Kofifi as the locals called it, was celebrated in literature 
more than any other black urban area.*’ 
The mythology of Sophiatown was constructed primarily by the so-called 
Sophiatown ‘set’ - a small group of journalists and writers who formed the 
township’s intelligentsia. Only one member of this group, Bloke Modisane, was 
born and raised in Sophiatown but all the others - Ezekiel Mphahlele, Todd 
Matshikiza, Arthur Maimane, Don Mattera, Can Themba, Nat Nakasa and Lewis 
Nkosi - stayed in Sophiatown at various stages during the 1950s and sought to 
capture the spirit or soul of the place. These writers helped fashion a township 
culture and give it literary expression through their articles and pieces in Drum 
magazine as well as in their short stories, novels, biographies, musical collabora- 
tions and even a workshopped film script. They asserted their permanence in an 
26. 
27. 
28. 
Davis, in Darkest Hollywood, 46. 
B. Modisane, Blame Me on History (Craighall, 1986 [ 1963]), 16 
L. Nkosi, Home and Exile (London, 1965), 40. 
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urban ghetto life and constructed a new urban African identity. This was a world 
in which tribalism and white paternalism had no place and created an environment 
which was a ‘mixture of “fantasies of ferocity” (gangsters, boxing), and 
‘‘saccharine tenderness”’ which, according to Gready, ‘intentionally enhanced a 
myth surrounding the unreality of the writers’ projected urban ~ o r l d ’ . ’ ~  He adds 
that ‘[tlheirs was not a myth of a rural “Paradise Lost” but of a confused and 
unreal new urban world gained’.3n It was an urban space defined favourably in 
relation to the highly regulated and monotonous municipal locations such as 
Soweto, as well as the orderly, silent white suburbs of affluent J~hannesburg.~’ In 
short, it was the pulse of the metropolis. 
The Sophiatown literati represented their world in a romanticised fashion and 
nurtured the image of a convivial, cosmopolitan township. Indeed, the story of 
Sophiatown which has come to symbolise the existence of a vibrant slumyard 
culture in the face of the repressive apartheid regime is derived from the writings 
of this ‘set’, Their prose and poetry included tributes to institutions such as the 
shebeen where the enjoyment of late-night revellers was occasionally interrupted 
by gangster or police raids, and the communal taps where the day’s gossip could 
be passed on as people queued for hours for water. Sophiatown is often celebrated 
as a diverse community, devoid ofthe geography of class with shanty dwellers and 
aspirant middle class living cheek by jowl and socialising together. Rorich traces 
the representation ofwomen as cover girls and singers [sirens?] in the photographs 
in the pages of Drum which provides ample evidence of gender stereotyping, 
sexual exploitation and the utter expendability of such women. She notes that they 
modeled themselves on African American divas who were ‘adored when young 
and beautiful’ and ‘forgotten when their looks and luck ran out’.32 In the absence 
of women writers, it is only the shebeen queens and singers who are featured; 
readers obtain little sense of what the everyday life of washerwomen, domestic 
servants, and prostitutes must have been like. Even the bravado of the tsotsis 
(gangsters) who terrorised and inflicted violence on residents, was spoken of 
admiringly by the Sophiatown ‘set’. Only Ezekiel Mphahlele has criticised this 
tendency of sensationalising crime, violence and sex, and argues that it is a 
manifestation of a more general temptation for writers to use Sophiatown as a 
yardstick of all things which non-white South Africans wished to aspire. And 
Sophiatown’s symbolism as a site of struggle for freedom has to be qualified. As 
Proctor notes: 
29. 
30. lbid., 147. 
3 1. 
32. 
P. Gready, ‘Sophiatown Writers ofthe Fifties: The Unreal Reality of their World’, Journul of 
Southern African Srudies, 16, I (1990), 145. 
Hart. ‘South African Literature and Johannesburg’s Black Urban Townships’, 66.7 1. 
M. Rorich, ‘Shebeens, Slumyards and Sophiatown: Black Women, Music and Cultural Change 
in Urban South Africa c.1920-1960’, The WorldojMusic, 31, 1 (1989), 90. 
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Sophiatown’s freedom was in the final analysis, only a relative freedom. It was a black 
ghetto in the heart of a white city, with a character of its own, it is true, but to an 
overwhelming degree unfree and moulded by its white mother.33 
As with the ownership of Drum and the production of the jazz opera King Kong, 
most, if not all, of Sophiatown was reliant on white Johannesburg - not only for 
employment but also for property and accommodation, business and market space, 
goods (especially liquor) and services, transport, welfare and a host of other 
things. Sophiatown existed in the shadow of Johannesburg. 
Lewis Nkosi holds that fiction writers of the 1950s were robbed of their 
profession because many lacked the imagination to create anything more real or 
fantastic than ‘the reality of literal e~per ience’ .~~ It is this directness of experience 
and subject matter in the writings of the Sophiatown ‘set’ which is perceived to be 
responsible for its journalistic tendencies. Monyana describes its presentation ‘of 
concrete reality with cinematic accuracy but untransmuted by the creative 
imagination into art’.35 Writers might have been reduced to merely trying to 
document the elusive magic of Sophiatown’s ‘unreal reality through an almost 
cinematic reconstruction ofthe ready-made plots and characters of racial violence, 
social apartheid, inter-racial love affairs andso But Don Mattera has rightly 
claimed that ‘nobody can write the real story of S~phiatown’.~’ Realism itself is 
a discourse. And there are no clear-cut boundaries between the ‘real’ and the 
‘imagined’ city (or its townships). 
Lionel Rogosin’s clandestinely made film Come Buck, Africa (1959) 
connects the spaces ofthe township of Sophiatown with the city of Johannesburg; 
they are no longer worlds apart. This was the first feature film to challenge the 
official definition of Africans as ‘sojourners’ who were out of place in the city. 
The main character Zachariah migrates to the city out of economic necessity. He 
is later joined by his wife and children. Zachariah has a succession of jobs: mine 
worker, servant (house boy), garage assistant, hotel waiter. He encounters white 
racism and prejudice, as well as institutionalised discrimination. He has to produce 
a pass at every turn or face expulsion from the city. Apart from the long arm of the 
apartheid law, Zachariah has to come to terms with power relations within the 
township. A fight with the tsotsi Marumo ultimately leads to the murder of his 
wife with little prospect of justice being done. Unlike the aforementioned films, 
Sophiatown does not serve as a backdrop for providing an audience with 
entertainment (although the shebeen scene provides an opportunity for a cameo 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
A. Proctor, ‘Class, Struggle, Segregation and the City: A History of Sophiatown 1905-1940’, in 
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performance by singer Miriam Makeba). Instead, it is a place where people eke out 
a daily existence, return after a day’s work, express their grievances and drown 
their sorrows in the shebeens. In short, it is ‘home’. 
Credits state that the film stars ‘the people of Jo’burg’. There are numerous 
shots (i.e. actuality footage) of crowds of people being disgorged from trains and 
making their way to work. The lead character Zachariah Mgabi was apparently 
chosen by the film crew from passers by at a train station. And real-life characters 
consisting of Drum journalists Bloke Modisane, Lewis Nkosi and Can Themba 
appear in the Sophiatown shebeen scene. They engage in a critique of the tenets 
of apartheid and Paton-style liberalism in which they dismiss as absurd the idea 
that a white person can speak for the suffering of the African majority. The ‘raw’ 
Zachariah is uncomfortably out of his depth during this repartee and he serves as 
a foil for the urban sophisitcates in this pastiche of ghetto socialisation. This scene 
has been instrumental in creating nostalgia for Sophiatown by virtue of its 
celebration of shebeen culture with its intellectual pretensions, as a literary 
counterpart to the musical hub of Dorkay House. This has found expression in 
theatrical productions such as Sophiatown (1993), a play created by the Junction 
Avenue Theatre Company. 
Rogosin’s use of non-actors in natural settings shows his concern to be true 
to life. The influence of the Italian postwar neo-realism is evident in Rogosin’s 
attempt to deal with social and political issues affecting everyday life. However, 
unlike the neo-realists he employed narrative to structure Come Back, Africa. The 
film blurs the boundary between fiction and n ~ n - f i c t i o n . ~ ~  Film directors and 
scriptwriters generally have little concern with the distinction between reality and 
imagination. Personal memories, literary allusions, photographic references, 
documentary and newsreel representations, and even anecdotes are plundered for 
usable images. They re-imagine city landscapes, and then seek to translate these 
into reality. But this reality is only what the camera captures of the geography of 
a film set (if the film is shot on location). In fact, it is invariably a contrived, 
constructed, or entirely fictional landscape. The imaginery Johannesburg and 
Sophiatown of the films we have examined, is no exception. 
Conclusion 
As far as the mediation of images of Johannesburg and Sophiatown in literature 
is concerned, all the works I have examined explore narratives of nationhood in 
parallel ways through complementary visions of the city. In Cry, rhe Beloved 
Country, the city is not beyond redemption. Paton offers ‘a heart-warming story 
in which vision becomes narrative reality, and where the city moves towards 
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country to explore a more humane economic f i ~ t u r e ’ . ~ ~  And the writings of the 
Sophiatown ‘set’, while representing different and dissenting voices, affirm the 
creation of a new urban African identity. These writers project a vision of 
humanity that transcends the social and spatial segregation of the apartheid city. 
Paton’s imaginative projection and the Sophiatown set’s idealised picture 
represents the construction of a narrative of the South African city as something 
more than a highly regulated urban landscape. 
As Marx has shown, the three main films explored in this article have centred 
on Johannesburg, the ‘golden city’ that retains its power to generate conflicting 
mythologies. Jim Comes to Jo’burg offered a fantasised world where glitzy 
nightclubs provided rural men the opportunity to make their home in the city. Cty, 
the Beloved Country portrayed the harsher realities of segregated urban spaces, as 
Kumalo moved from the dusty streets of Sophiatown to the leafy suburbs of 
Johannesburg in search of truth and justice. Come Buck Africa offered moments 
of energy and joy that threw into more profound relief the violence and brutality 
of the apartheid city.40 Each in its own way, has constructed an image of 
Johannesburg andor Sophiatown which celebrates African agency and humanity 
rather than focussing on the repressive apparatus of the state. This is because 
filmmakers contested prevailing discourses which sustained the dominant ideology 
of apartheid. The South African city of these films bares little resemblance to the 
archetypal apartheid city envisaged by government ideologues. 
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